Reported Speech - Tense backshift 


Characteristic changes in tense forms 


Direct Speech 


Reported Speech 


Present changes to past 


| don’t eat meat. 


She said she didn’t eat meat 


Auxiliary verbs in the 
present also change to 
past 


I’m afraid they’re working 
and don’t want to stop. 


I’ve never travelled 
outside Portugal. 


She said they were working and 
didn’t want to stop. 


She said she had never travelled 
outside Portugal. 


* This rule is sometimes al 


so expressed as “Present Perfect Simple 
changes to Past Perfect Simple” 


Past Simple changes to 
Past Perfect Simple 


| saw her. 


He said he had seen her. 


Auxiliary verbs in the Past 
Simple also changes to the 
Past Perfect Simple 


| was looking for Peter. 


He said he had been looking for 
his brother. 


The following modal verbs 
often change: can, may, 
must 


| can see them. 
We may go there later. 


| must leave. 


She said she could see them. 


She said they might go there 
later. 
She said she had to leave. 


The auxiliary verbs in 
future forms change from 
present to past. 


lIl see you. 


I’m going to be back 
tomorrow. 


He said he would see me. 


He said she was going to be 
back the next day. 


Verbs already in the Past 
Perfect Simple 


We’d finished our work. 


He said they had finished their 
work. 


The following modal verbs: 


could, might, ought, 
should, would 


You should eat more. 


| couldn’t eat anything. 


She said | should eat more. 


She said she couldn’t eat 


anything. 
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